rarely speaks Bulgarian (a language that she no longer knows how to write) is a "betrayal," Kristeva describes her fiction as a liberation from the daily discipline that ensures her assimilation.
5 She says "I am made of this Orthodox sensibility, and if I discipline it in the daytime, I am submerged in it at night: my unconscious is an Orthodox land enveloped by a French atmosphere."
6
In this sense, Kristeva's decision to write novels becomes the obverse of the so-called "betrayal" of her Orthodox past, and opens a space for the paradoxical return of a mother tongue that she no longer writes.
7 Describing the language of Stephanie Delacour (the narrator of her novels and her alter ego) Kristeva says "she does not inhabit the phonemes and syntax of the French language...but she writes the melody of the sensory that flows beneath her sentences." 8 Writing fiction then becomes for Kristeva a complement to the "integration to the French language" that she had sought fifteen years earlier. In other words, Kristeva's decision to write fiction becomes an act that neither fights, nor submits to, her "betrayal," that is, to her integration and assimilation into another culture. From this perspective, Kristeva's decision to write novels is an act of psychoanalytic forgiveness, or what Kristeva calls a "pardon" (par, through, don, a gift), that interprets, or elaborates in writing, her "betrayal," an unconscious hatred that makes Kristeva betray her origins.
It is fair to say that Kristeva's turn to fiction has not been well received, particularly when it is compared to the reception of her turn to psychoanalysis.
9 When Fort points out in 2005 that after three novels, "the doors to the literary temple...opened for Murder in Byzantium," Kristeva answers: "The 'literary world' disgusts me, and I hear the bluntness of that remark, but why retract it? I will never be part of that world, and it doesn't want me either." 10 Kristeva's rejection of the "literary world" makes it clear that she is sensitive to the way her novels have been read, in spite of her claim in an interview from 1992 that she is not concerned with whether her novels attract readers, and in spite of her remark that "it is enough [for her] that the novel is disturbing." 11 Given Kristeva's description of her fiction as a forgiving response to her choice to make a life in the culture and language of France, it is perhaps understandable that she replies with anger to her socalled exclusion from the "literary world" of that country.
of the implications of the latter for their lives and loves with changing partners, which comprise a varied roster of men including a novelist, a professor, a painter, and a psychiatrist, among others. Most importantly, it follows the development of two of these women into writers: Joëlle, a psychoanalyst, and Olga, a graduate student in linguistics and literature.
The Samurai engages with contemporary political events and finds their origins in "an unknown force that causes us to act."
13 Published in 1990, three years after the end of a period of "Cohabitation" (1986) (1987) (1988) between the Socialist president François Mitterand and the Right-Wing Prime Minister Jacques Chirac, the novel re-inscribes the events of 1968 into the political landscape of France at a time when (Kristeva tells us) political leaders "didn't want people to link the disruption of France in 1968 and the socialist victory of 1981."
14 From this angle, the novel also reads as a reevaluation of the legacy of 1968 for the steady movement of the country toward the political center, together with the marginalization of the Communist Party, implicitly arguing against the opinion that "attributes to '68 the economic crisis and unemployment which ravaged families, especially the least well-off ones." 15 It is a personal and a critical account, written as a roman-à-clef, of events that contain for Kristeva the complex message of 1968 that "We aren't done with deciphering." 16 In fact, the anamnesic exercise results in a meditation about writing as a means to access a force, an energy, and a rhythm that is described as a "seizure" in the novel and that seems to drive both the private struggles and the public duels of French intellectuals like Olga Morena, and perhaps Julia Kristeva herself. But the novel can be also read as a summary of the past, a settling of accounts in an effort to prepare for what is to come. From this perspective, the pessimistic tone and abrupt ending of the novel is also an expression of skepticism regarding the ability of utopian and masterful forms of engagement with this force (perhaps exemplified by the events of 1968), as well as an implicit call to write, act, and analyze in a different way.
17
Kristeva changes the direction of her writing in The Old Man and the Wolves, away from the roman-à-clef and toward the genre of detective fiction. Juliana De Nooy emphasizes the search for truth in Freudian psychoanalysis and detective fiction as developed first by Edgar A. Poe: "Both psychoanalysis and detective fiction promote an interpretative practice that is attentive to clues, to the uncanny, and to the pathological. Both seek truth through the rehearsal of past events."
18 But Stephanie's theory of crime is slightly different from this practice. She says it is "something like The Murders in the Rue Morgue." 19 And indeed, Kristeva through Stephanie will criticize a disembodied view of language and truth, and the mode of analysis leading to it. Stephanie's reference to "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" signals Kristeva's account of language and truth as embodied still, as still troubled by contradictory passions and disturbing sensations, as well as Kristeva's own development of a mode of analysis (or detection) informed and sustained by the passions and sensations of the body.
20
Similar to The Samurai, The Old Man has implications for historical events. Published in 1991 after the death of her father in a Bulgarian hospital shortly before the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, The Old Man picks up where her first novel (published only a year earlier) leaves off. As allegory, the novel can be interpreted to demystify a turning point in the history of the Cold War, and to bear witness to an increase in violence that paradoxically results from the historical fall of the wall. 21 The Old Man represents the reach of the unleashed violence, which kills the symbolic father, the master analyst of Freudian psychoanalysis represented by Septicius Clarus, and makes it necessary to think again about the sources and origins of the violence, as well as about the best way to approach it. The novel also dramatizes the birth of a phoenix from these ashes, the emergence of the first-person narrative voice and character of Stephanie, a different kind of investigator and analyst who does not shy away from crime, evil, and violence, but rather finds her own origins as a detective in Dupin's animal thinking, and in the Orang-Outang's sadomasochistic repetition of an earlier scene with his master. Moreover, Stephanie becomes a detective who is prepared to talk about a mother tongue that she traces back to the sadomasochistic embrace and flagellation at the center of Poe's story.
As the title of Kristeva's next detective novel suggests, Possessions (1996) continues the investigation of the widespread "killer instinct" that drives the dueling characters of The Samurai, and the haunting passion at the center of The Old Man. This second installment of the adventures of the journalistcum-detective, Stephanie, transforms the earlier instinct and sordid passion into a "spirit" or "demon" that possesses the inhabitants of the fictional Santa Varvara and drives them first to murder, and then to decapitate Stephanie's friend, Gloria Harrison (not unlike the Orang-Outang disposes of the mother in Poe's story, Madame L'Espanaye). In later works, Kristeva suggests that this spirit is also an image of decapitation that possesses her as well as her mother. She states that she wrote the novel after being possessed by a decapitated woman, 22 that she is the headless woman in the novel,
23
and that the fantasy goes back to a drawing by her mother that she often remembers. 24 Kristeva goes on to suggest that the novel works through this possession by coming closer to its disturbing image, by becoming more familiar with it, by studying and analyzing it like a detective in a roman noir.
25
Similar to the two previous novels, Possessions is also inflected by contemporary history and politics, even as the novel interrogates the sources of both. Kristeva writes the novel during a decade of consolidation by the extreme right in France. It is published in 1996, one year after the National Front, presided by Jean-Marie Le Pen, "sets a new record for the far right in a French national election," rising to prominence on a wave of anti-immigration sentiment by garnering 15% of the vote in the first round of the 1995 presidential election. novel places us at a crossing that produces hope, this hope depends on something other than crime or death. There is something alive (if strangely so) at this crossroads for Kristeva. There is a trace of life, a miasma-like remainder, the ignis fatuus from a dead sensation, the revolting material of the lost mother tongue, that Stephanie's "gruesome" 32 form of detection reveals as a "feu follet" (a will-o-the-wisp). 33 In Murder Kristeva tells the reader of the growing need to spin out fantasies from this seemingly intractable and expanding darkness. And analysis in the novel is both a police investigation, and a form that this fantasy can take: a turbulent (rhythmic) voyage or journey through the landscape of the psyche in an effort to re-write meaning back into it. From this perspective, both Santa
Varvara and Byzantium become versions of Freud's Eternal City, 34 and inversions of his infamous "dark continent." 35 (Indeed, Kristeva's "mother tongue" can be interpreted as an inversion of Freud's unintelligible "Minoan-Mycenaean," an inversion that turns on the signifying point of darkness). In short, Murder shows the way in which the unconscious processes screened by the obscure spaces of noir detective fiction can return meaning to the depleted life of Santa Varvara's inhabitants.
Murder ( Again, Kristeva's literary work takes us back to the meaning of the "killer instinct," the "dark passions," or the "demons" in the earlier novels. Here it is imagined as a question of place, the question of the point of negativity, instability and reversibility that is at the origins of characters like Sebastian Chrest-Jones and Xiao Chang (a bastard and a foreigner respectively).
The Book Reviews
All of Kristeva's novels have been translated into English within a short period of their publication in French, and they have all received a fair amount of attention in the popular press, both in French and in English.
39
The international media gave much attention to Kristeva's first novel, with reviews and interviews in Paris's Le Monde, London's Times Literary Supplement and The Independent, as well as in New York's Village Voice. Notably, her later novels have not received the same kind, or the same amount, of attention. Perhaps this relative lack of interest in her later novels is explained by the fact that the reception that the international media gave Kristeva's first novel was not positive. Indeed, it would be generous to characterize it as mixed, abounding as it was in left-handed compliments like Lucy Hughes-Hallet's remark "Phillip Roth (who has a walk-on part in Les Samourais) has called Sollers 'an intellectual clown', and Kristeva too, combines a formidable brain with a certain playfulness."
40
More characteristic of the scathing tone of the majority of the reviews of Kristeva's novels is the opening sentence of Richard Gher's review of novels by Kristeva and Sollers: "What a couple of remarkable sellouts." 41 In fact, much of the negativity directed at Kristeva's first novel seemed to be the result of her association with Phillipe Sollers (her husband) and with the intellectual group that she portrayed in that first book, as suggested by Elaine Showalter's ironic description of Kristeva as "one of the most versatile stars of the international post-structuralist circuit."
42
There have been fewer reviews of Kristeva's later novels, but they have been somewhat less critical than those of The Samourai. In fact, both Possessions and Murder in Byzantium have received some positive reviews. 43 And as we have seen, Fort has even suggested that "the doors to the literary temple" opened for Kristeva's latest novel, referring to its reception in Le Monde, La Vie, La Croix, Le Point and Metropolis. However, a broader look at the reviews of Kristeva's novels still reveals a mixed reception at best, and one that tends to describe them as reactionary, difficult to read, and boring.
Politically, many reviewers consider Kristeva's novels to be conservative on several counts.
These include a suspicion of the autobiographical nature of much of her fiction, which is interpreted as a turn away from social and political concerns. 
47
Perhaps the negative reception by the popular press of Kristeva's novels can be explained, in part, as the shortcoming of a book market driven by economic forces that puts a premium on so-called "liberal ideas, simple pleasures, and clarity," the latter understood as a transparency achieved by staying close to familiar conventions. But the truth is that Kristeva's theory is also often criticized by feminist and post-feminist critics for being politically conservative, and it is also the target of a broader cultural impatience with the substance and style of so-called "high theory" in general, and of psychoanalysis in particular -including, by the way, the theoretical approach of those who criticize Kristeva's theoretical work. 48 In his book review, Michael Wood points out the "tragic sense of life" that runs through Kristeva's Old Man and the Wolves as well as through her two books on Marcel Proust. Wood calls their harshness both "cozy" and "unadventurous," and states that "if Lukacs spoke of modern philosophers as living comfortably in the Grand Hotel of the abyss; the Freudian story can look like setting up house in a rat-trap."
49
It might be accurate to say that Kristeva's poor reception by the popular media is a reaction to the theoretical and psychoanalytic content of Kristeva's novels. Most reviewers don't see, or comment on, the connection between the novels and the theory, but nevertheless it seems to influence their descriptions of her novels as obscure, ponderous, and boring. Many reviewers have instead focused on putting Kristeva's novels in a literary context. Despite some minor disagreement, they place the first novel within the genre of the roman à clef, and the rest within detective fiction. Characteristically, most reviewers have negatively compared Kristeva 
The Academic Critics
Twenty years after Kristeva published The Samourai, academic critics are beginning to take stock of the reception of her fiction, and their assessment is twofold. They claim that critics have neglected Kristeva's fiction for the most part, and that those that have paid attention are confused by it.
50 Some, like Bianca Rus, have gone so far as to make the more extreme claim that Kristeva's "fiction has been conspicuously neglected, if not completely ignored." 51 Noting the "perplexity" of the few critics who do read her novels, Rus also describes their reactions as marked by "confusion and frustration." 52 My study of more than twenty five book reviews could be said to contradict both claims, since Kristeva's fiction has received substantial attention from the media and from the international press, and instead of expressing confusion or frustration, the attention of the press has been straightforwardly negative for the most part. What is to be made, however, of the reception by the academic community? Is the assessment of neglect and confusion an accurate description of how critics in academic journals have read Kristeva's fiction?
On the subject of strict quantity, the more than twenty academic articles I examined appear to contradict the assessment of the critics. There is some truth to their claim, however, if by "confusion" the critics mean that the reviewers in the popular press mostly give a negative assessment of the novels (some going so far as to caricaturize them), while the studies by the critics in the academic journals tend towards a more serious, sustained, and forgiving approach to the novels, one that suggests a more positive reception. Contrary to the way Kristeva's novels have been read in the popular press, most academic reviewers insist on their link with her theory in general, and with her psychoanalytic theory in particular. One could even describe some of these academic readings of Kristeva's novels as oblique apologies of her theory, defending Kristeva against the accusation (both in the popular press, and in academic journals) that her theory is amoral and even reactionary, an accusation perhaps best represented by Wood who writes in the London Review of Books "Stéphanie Delacour...believes that...We need not good and evil but the difference between them. This isn't 'essentially amoral,' it's just alarmingly reactionary."
53
Much of the critical commentary about Kristeva's novels is more informed about (and more sympathetic to) her overall psychoanalytic project than the reviews. And much of it also appears to be written in answer to the similar critiques of Kristeva's theory that appeared in academic journals between 1989 and 1990, by Judith Butler, Teresa de Lauretis, and Nancy Fraser, all of them written before the publication of Kristeva's first novel. 54 For these academic readers familiar with Kristeva's psychoanalytic theory, the practice of writing fiction is therapeutic at a personal level, but more significantly, it is also loaded (some might say fraught) with social and political implications. Thus, Colin Davis suggests that Kristeva's fiction is a "gift of meaning" that helps us to confront, displace, and forgive our individual and social criminal desires, and Kristeva's novels represent her encouragement of individuals to heal their communities one story at a time. Davis also interprets the novels as a call for a broader social commitment to encourage and support the act of storytelling: "The profusion of narratives and the effects of transference whereby each story becomes the story of another correspond to the analyst's gift of meaning. Through this gift, something like the understanding of the other can be achieved," Davis concludes.
55
From this perspective, the writing of fiction in general, and of Kristeva's analytical or psychoanalytic mode of fiction writing in particular, can be a gift, a cure, a return to the act of imagination, fantasy and representation, though, for some it can also be a pharmakon delivering us to our self-destructive drives and to an illusion of clarity and revelation. But for the most part, academic critics see a certain antidote in Kristeva's writing. They see Kristeva's novels as a mode of treatment for an individual (and for a collectivity) that suffers from a psycho-social melancholy, which stems in part from a depressive economy at the foundation of subjectivity (itself imbued with what Freud called the death-instinct), but also in part from the pulverizing catastrophes of the twentieth century (e.g., Hiroshima, Auschwitz, the Gulag, the Cold War, and 9-11-2001). Following Kristevan psychoanalysis, most of these critics believe that these traumatic and catastrophic experiences have carbonized the imaginary. That is, they have shut down our ability to imagine, to elaborate our constitutive traumatic experiences, threatening instead to destroy the antidote necessary to overcome the trauma of being in general, but also the particular nature of the trauma that the speaking subject suffers due to sexual difference, and thanks to the effect of this difference on our relations to the maternal body.
56
Both for Kristeva, and for these academic critics, the act of writing and reading (and of writing and reading what Kristeva calls "poetical detective novels") becomes the origin of (and the necessary condition for) all other ethical and political acts.
57 By putting us in contact with an other (who is also in ourselves), the act of writing and reading offers the promise of renewal, and psychoanalytic forgiveness, necessary to overcome the trauma of our death instinct, and the catastrophes of the twentieth century. 58 
As
Davis suggests, Kristeva's novels are proof of the fact that "the desire to kill is not the last word," at least not yet.
59
For many of these critics, Kristeva's novels are laboratories for personal therapy where the writer gets in touch (so-to-speak) with her death-drive, or at least keeps open the border to the bodily drives. 60 They are critiques of, and antidotes for, the society of the spectacle, critiques and antidotes based on self-analysis. 61 From their perspective, Kristeva's novels can restore to health the social "paternal function" 62 by insisting on a retelling of our myths 63 ; they can change the view of Europe by generating new allegorical illusions 64 ; they can remap our cultural memory by displacing and translating the unconscious 65 ; they can restructure and repair our relationship with our fundamental separations, breaks, and splits, including those from the mother tongue 66 ; they can be acts of forgiveness beyond the death instinct, and beyond the violence that is at the origins of our selves, and of our social bonds according to psychoanalysis
67
; and as such they can move us towards an ethics based on compassion, or a humanism based on forgiveness, an ethics and a humanism which accommodates the exiled nature of the human experience.
68
While this overall positive assessment puts the academic critics at odds with the reviewers of Kristeva's fiction, there are important points of agreement between them as well. Not surprisingly, and given the psychoanalytic approach of many of these critics, they agree with the reviewers that the nature of Kristeva's novels is profoundly autobiographical. But the critical commentary has also developed an aspect of Kristeva's autobiographical fiction that is absent from the reviews. These critics focus on the references in Kristeva's novels to her vexed identity, to her separation from her country of origin, and to her disturbing mother tongue, calling attention to the political problems of assimilation and exile that these references suggest.
69 Some of these critics put Kristeva's fiction in the literary context of exile novels by Nancy Houston and Ilija Trojanov.
70
Others apply Kristeva's theoretical notion of the semiotic to the linguistic experience of bilingual code-switching in the United States.
71
Not surprisingly, this critical assessment of Kristeva's fiction appears after border studies and bilingualism became legitimate fields of study in the United States, and after the publication of Possessions in 1996, a novel about the beheading of a translator.
Similarly, Juliana De Nooy writes about Kristeva's novels in the context of Kristeva's theory of translation of bodily drives, comparing the vexed experience of moving from one language to another to the similarly disturbing movement between semiotic and symbolic modes of signification. E. Agoston interprets Kristeva's novel in the context of a nomadic experience caused by political and economic upheavals like the rise and fall of Communism under the Soviet Union. She points to the healing power of the novels that dramatize the suffering of the émigré, as well as the construction of an identity based on something other than the mother tongue. Also Valerie Raoul similarly puts Kristeva's novel in the context of bilingualism, and suggests that there might be a relation of identity between Kristeva's concept of matricide, and her acquisition of another language.
All of these academic critics echo Kristeva's own account of her novels in her interviews, as well as Kristeva's account of writing in the detective mode, as an investigation of the genesis of writing.
72
From Kristeva's perspective, the writer is a melancholy analyst who investigates the genesis of her own writing, which is nothing short of an investigation into the origins of our selves, and of our social bonds. Like Freud in the story of the primal horde in Totem and Taboo, Kristeva finds a crime at the center of her stories of investigation. However, Kristeva also suggests in her interviews that the crime might not be so much the murder of the Father as the betrayal of the mother tongue, and that the writer forgives this betrayal even as she repeats it in her fiction. In this way, fiction writing for Kristeva has the potential of turning betrayal into renewal in a foreign language. Kristeva has referred to this process as a necessary translation, but also as a graft and a transfusion of the remains of the mother tongue on to the foreign language: "It is this double of language...that I have tried to translate...through the detective story," she says.
73
The critical commentary on Kristeva's novels also reveals some persistent gaps in the commentary about her fiction. Perhaps one of the most intriguing of these lacunae concerns the theme of matricide in Kristeva's practice of fiction writing, and particularly in relation to her first novel. While The Samourai has elicited the most (and the most negative) responses from the international and popular press, it has received little critical attention in academic journals.
74
Most of the critical commentary has focused instead on Kristeva's later detective fiction, and while the assessment of these novels has been favorable for the most part, the criticism surrounding The Samourai, though sparse, is negative. In fact, the negative assessment of Kristeva's first novel is one of the few points in which there is agreement between the reviewers in the popular press, and the critics in the academic journals.
In her essay, Davis refers to her preference for Kristeva's detective novels. She explains her relative lack of interest in The Samourai by pointing to the nature of the roman à clef as a genre based on facts. 75 She suggests that as a critic interested in psychoanalysis she is less interested in facts than in the fantasies that we weave around the facts, and also in our ability to continue to produce such fantasies. But this explanation of her preference fails to convince mainly because it is based on a strict difference between the factual and the fantastic elaboration of those facts in literature that should be suspect to a psychoanalytic critic. Indeed, from the perspective of the psychoanalytic critic, a meaningful gray area separates fact from fiction, and the roman à clef should be just as interesting to her as the detective novel, if not more so, given the conventional disavowal of the porosity of this border by the autobiographical genre.
76
Perhaps a more convincing explanation of Davis's preference (and of the similar preference of many academic critics) might be that The Samourai resists the reading that academic critics rehearse and repeat. In other words, The Samourai is not as willing an object of what Kelly Oliver has called a psychoanalytic social theory, as her later detective novels seem to be. 77 That is, Kristeva's first novel appears to be resistant to a psychoanalytic social theory that defines fiction writing as an act that has a political effect on both the individual and society; or as a laboratory of writing, where the writer puts herself at risk; or as a journey to the dark continent of the unconscious as Kristeva might put it, where the antidote to our maladies might be found. Instead, The Samourai might read more like an example of a novel rigorously orchestrated to defend the self from such inquiries into the unconscious. It is, after all, a novel that looks back to a lost time, with more nostalgia than irony, with more regret and bitterness than self-awareness and self-criticism.
More to the point, The Samourai can be interpreted as a novel that performs a foundational matricide that the scanty criticism about The Samourai has seen, and described, but whose function has yet to be fully understood. Like the reviews before them, much of the criticism about the novel centers on the fact that The Samourai is Kristeva's reply to de Beauvoir's novel The Mandarins. And much of the criticism has argued that Kristeva's novel (sometimes described as if it were a copy) falls short of the accomplishments of the "original." But from the perspective of Kristeva's theory of matricide, and from her comments about the poetical detective novel, The Samourai is ripe for a study that searches for a symbolic matricide within that novel, a matricide that is necessary for the beginning of Kristeva's writing. 78 From this perspective, The Samourai could be the novel that not only hides the "true crime" behind the mask of the roman à clef, but it also would be the foundational act that the subsequent detective novels both hide and reveal. That is, the first novel might best represent the matricide that the later novels elaborate, filled as they are with repeating references to symbolic parricides and castrations. Moreover, if The Samourai were understood as a foundational symbolic matricide giving birth to Kristeva's fiction writing, it also could be interpreted as the similarly abject pre-text to Kristeva's writing in a social-psychoanalytic mode. Perhaps this symbolic matricide at the center of The Samurai, Kristeva's betrayal of the original novel by de Beauvoir, but also her matricide in writing of her predecessor as an author, makes the novel universally unpalatable, mocked as it is, by the reviewers, and ignored as it is, by most academic critics.
Kristevan psychoanalysis suggests that it is difficult if not impossible to face the matricide at the center of our speaking subjectivity, and that we resort to all kinds of perversions to work through it. And it is a credit to Kristeva's focus, self-determination, and understanding of the vexed nature of our matricidal selves that she continues to write fiction even after the almost universally negative reaction to her first novel.
79
Should we conclude, then, that Kristeva's fiction has been neglected or ignored, as some academic critics have noted? The fact is that Kristeva's fiction has received some attention by academic critics, though not as much as the attention it has received from reviewers in the popular press, and less attention by far than the academic critics have devoted to Kristeva's theory. 80 Still, the respectable quantity of academic criticism devoted to her novels (one book and more than twenty essays over nineteen years), and the sophisticated nature of the analysis, would seem to suggest that academic critics have neither neglected nor ignored Kristeva's novels. The so-called "confusion" might be the result of mixing together the readings of two very different audiences publishing in two different venues: the popular press and the academic journal. Indeed, it seems that while most book reviewers are frustrated by the presence of theory in Kristeva's novels, many academic critics are instead frustrated by novels that are not "Kristevan enough." For example, Levenson asks, "where is the shock to father's law?" 81 Because of a resistance to theory in general and to psychoanalytic theory in particular, book reviewers have tended to read Kristeva's fiction as narcissistic and selfcelebratory, as apolitical at best, and reactionary at worst. Academic critics, who are more receptive to both, have tended to see an attempt to explore and critique the self in Kristeva's fiction. And following the implications for our civilization of its discontents, psychoanalytic critics insist that Kristeva's fiction has political implications for the larger society because it helps us to confront the vexed desires at the origins of our social bonds, and because it helps us to tend to their potentially deadly effects, both on the individual and on the social collective.
Most book reviews have pointed to the autobiographical nature of the novels as evidence of Kristeva's ideological shortcomings, whether she is described as apolitical, anti-feminist, or bourgeois. Most academic critics, on the other hand, have offered a more positive interpretation of Kristeva's novels, interpretations that also address the characterization of her theory as both apolitical and anti-feminist. Many have focused on their autobiographical character in order to argue that the novels are relevant to debates ranging from immigration to exile and nationalism, as well as to the related issues of assimilation, integration, and transculturation and their often ambiguous effects.
Academic critics have expanded on the literary context of Kristeva's novels, making useful distinctions and establishing helpful differences between the genres. However, they have not offered a comprehensive account of her fiction writing, one that transcends the generic differences that seem to split Kristeva's works into two moments, the moment of the roman à clef exemplified by The Samourai, and the moment of detective fiction that seems to extend through the rest of her novels. But the work of the academic critics has gone some distance in echoing Kristeva's account of detective novels as an investigation into the genesis of writing.
"Yes, but is Kristeva any good as a novelist?"
I have tried to make the argument that there are two relatively discreet readerships for Kristeva´s fiction so far, and that each group has a different opinion as to the worth of Kristeva's fiction depending on whether they assign value to her psychoanalytic theory or not. The book reviews eschew theory in general, and psychoanalysis in particular, and are negative by and large. The academic critics, by contrast, are open to theory and positive for the most part. But it is also true that the question of the value of Kristeva's fiction (closely followed by the related question "Would we read these books if they weren't by Kristeva?") is also asked by a wide array of readers who straddle these two groups: readers who are both theoretically informed and interested in literature, whatever the criteria used to assign literary value to it. For these readers, it is not enough to answer these questions by simply bracketing-out aesthetic value, based on universal categories such as beauty and perfect form. They also ask whether Kristeva´s novels are more than "scholarship," more than "theoretical indirection or exploration." If, for example, they are a form of embodied detective fiction (as I suggest here), then does its corporeal supplement or excess satisfy as fiction? Simply put, does Kristeva´s fiction "deserve to be read"?
These repeating questions, and others like them ("Is it really any good as fiction?" "Is it great literature?") are symptoms of what Kristeva is in fact trying to address. Kristeva urges her readers to go beyond these questions of so-called literary quality, and to experience writing that puts ideas at the same level as character, pacing, plot, suspense, form and style. What is at stake for Kristeva is precisely the ability first to read, and then to enjoy, such work. It is indeed a question of reading and enjoyment, and, more specifically, it is a question for Kristeva of the inability of the modern reader to enjoy the kind of experimental fiction that escapes easy definition and classification, and that has a reputation for being difficult to read. This fiction includes the so-called French intellectual novel, the Nouveau Roman, but also novels of contemporary writers like the Chilean Roberto Bolaños, whose works, for example, Michael Schaub describes as "flawless, majestic" but also as "hard to read."
82 What makes such novels so hard to enjoy?
In her book New Maladies of the Soul (1993), Kristeva goes some distance in answering this question. In that book, Kristeva describes the effects of contemporary events like the Shoah, the deployment of the Atom bomb, but also the collapse of Communism, and the Fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) on our internal defenses, on what she calls the psyche or the soul. I believe that Kristeva refers obliquely to Europeans in that book, by referring to the analysis of a patient whose dreams and speech are like an "iceberg." Didier's dreams are monumental, cold, and they lie hidden just below the surface. His speech is visible but reduced, shrunk, hard and brittle, like the top of the iceberg. Didier's art is a set of monstrous collages, and each one represents a similarly frozen object that stands for his sense of self, his soul, or his psyche. Indeed, Didier is a figure for European man after the Cold War. He is unable to feel and transform something that is both inside and outside of him, something that is familiar, but that is nevertheless so disturbing that it freezes him, something as catastrophic as the mythical severed head of the Medusa. Paradoxically, the sudden loss of his defenses, like the sudden loss of the Berlin Wall, threatens to compound the catastrophe. The fall of the Berlin Wall is both a liberation and a threat to this man, who abruptly loses a reduced space, or a wall, that both separated and also connected (albeit thinly) the two sides of his split self, and his feelings from his language.
Although New Maladies is essentially a commentary on the effects of the Cold War on Europeans, it has broader implications that also affect readers outside the European community. Didier also could be a figure for Kristeva herself and for the contemporary reader in more general terms, in so far as they all uncomfortably and imperfectly straddle binaries that are at odds with each other: binaries such as feeling and language, theory and fiction, Eastern and Western Civilizations. The Berlin Wall could similarly be a figure for Kristeva´s novels and for contemporary writing, in so far as they are similar defenses that both separate and connect the different sides of a split subject: a person split between Bulgaria and France, or a novel split between ideas and plot, for example. Could the modern reader of Kristeva´s novels be cold to them because these novels mirror his frozen and split self? Is this the reason why he is unable to interpret, transform and then enjoy her novels, and why they are so hard to read? Perhaps. Sadly, the fact is that when these novels are simply dismissed as imperfect and boring, the defenses they represent don't disappear, instead they go underground and hide from our view, like the bottom half of an iceberg they can become more treacherous.
From this perspective, the modern reader suffers from a malady that makes him ask the same questions over and again; questions that presuppose the failure of such novels for not being literary enough, for being too philosophical and boring. These questions remind us that Kristeva is not an ideal author devoted to the craft of writing novels, and they are a symptom of our devotion to this ideal. In other words, these questions express our need and our desire to imagine ourselves in relation to an ideal object, and to remain stuck, frozen, in front of that freezing object. Kristeva, instead, asks us to move beyond this paralyzing ideal, and to do it for our own good.
Kristeva's novels urge us to stop idealizing and to start finding enjoyment in objects that are represented in a different way, in a way that is more enabling, more forgiving. They suggest that we model our reading after a different, docile, object. What is at stake for Kristeva is not to forgive a novelist for writing imperfectly, but to forgive the reader for being a perfectionist. Better yet, what is at stake is to continue to read imperfectly, with full knowledge of the fact that the reader cannot see in himself: the imperfection that the reader denies through what Kristeva calls idealization, the other side of abjection. By continuing to ask the question "Is Kristeva any good as a novelist?", we continue to tell ourselves that it is not possible that there is no ideal object. By describing her novels as boring, hard to read, "blather," we display the pleasure we feel when we protect the existence of an ideal object. Instead, we should try to ask different questions, such as whether Kristeva´s novels liberate us from our tendency to idealize. How does Kristeva´s blend of fiction and theory free us from our ideals? Does it allow us to overcome this punishing need? Kristeva's fiction provokes questions like these, and they in turn help us to move through and beyond the symptomatic question of literary value.
